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	1. Chapter 1

**So yeah, my latest story.**

**Actually, this is more like a pilot... I'm not too sure people will like this. It's a tale I liked telling myself to fall asleep without too many thoughts. Every night a little piece of it. And then, at a point, I tried putting it on Word to see what happens. If people like the story, I'll put some effort into it and go on. If it gets ignored, well, it's going to be my bedtime story for myself once more.**

**English is not my native language, even if I've been using it for fourteen years, so if you see some mistakes, deal with 'em. Unless you're willing to beta this.**

**Now, as for the plot, I really, really liked Rumbling Night Cutter, PersnicKty2018 and Endevorer's works, even if sometimes I get a little down when updates are delayed. The plot is _partially inspired_ by their stories - and a LOT from a book I've read ten years ago, I'm Not Scared, which is a thriller featuring children and kidnappings and it's a lot about the loss of innocence.**

**Most of the characters are from HTTYD, but there'll be some appearances from other fandoms. For example, there will be three characters from the video game "Assassin's Creed - Rogue", mostly because I thought they covered the roles I needed. You don't need to know the game - their story is irrelevant and they'll just have minor appearances. Virtual cookies to who will recognize them as they show up. =)**

**Any questions? Ask. I'll answer the reviews!**

* * *

><p><em>Ghosts, werewolves, witches, they're all crap invented to scare off suckers like you. It's the men you must fear, not the monsters.<em>

_(Niccolò Ammaniti, I'm Not Scared)_

* * *

><p><em>I was an avid reader, as a boy. I mean, you read because your life sucks and you'd like to live another, or so I thought.<em>

_Or maybe it's just because at Old Mr. D's house there wasn't stuff like video games. As good and kind as the old man can be, he couldn't quite afford consoles and such. He gave us out cinema tickets a lot of times, never left us without toys, make sure we all had a bicycle, and he gave us all library cards as soon as we could read. But taking care of children isn't an easy task, especially for an old war veteran with a bad leg. He had a helper… but that's another story – I mean, THE story, and I'm just introducing it for now so shut up and let me talk._

_So yeah, I grew up in foster care until I was thirteen. My parents died in an earthquake when I was just a few months old, I was lucky enough to be in my crib when a rafter fell on it and acted as a sort of cover – or so I was told, anyway. So I was moved to this archipelago up in the North, where old Mr. D – by the way, D is for Davenport – ran a foster house in the main island, helped by one of his former foster children who had come of age. Years came and years went, and honestly, I thought I was going to end up just like Mr. D's helper – that I would have spent all my youth in there and then I would have ended up working there. My greatest wish was that someone took a little interest in me and took me away from there – the odds were as low as the Mariana Trench, though, for how I thought it._

_But as a very wise woman – good old J. K. Rowling, loved her books – said once, be careful what you wish for, it might come true._

_In my case, though, it wasn't parents who came for me. It was a kidnapper._

_So yeah… wait up, I haven't introduced myself… what an idiot!_

_My name is Thomas – not Tom! – and this is the story of how I lost my teeth, I lost my bike, gained something I didn't really like, and found myself a nickname and a family._

* * *

><p>Chapter 1<p>

Hayden and the Mangler

The noise in the conference room was too much for a three-year-old to bear, yet little Hayden Harington Haddock (the third) was a little too interested in the crowd to care.

His mama and other big people were talking, people were flashing cameras, just like his dad did whenever he did something funny and cool, and there was applause, so many people were happy… in his dad's arms, Hayden joined the applause every now and then. His clothes were bothering him, why did he have to wear that scratchy stuff?

At a point, his dad left him on the chair and pulled out the video camera. One of the men took a microphone in his hand and started talking.

_As my colleague just said, this new intelligent viral vector will allow the cure of several genetic diseases, mostly neurological, consenting a higher amount of new cells carrying the corrected genes as soon as the patient requires it…_

* * *

><p>Thirteen-year-old Hayden sighed, slouched in his armchair, and pressed the rewind button on the remote control. They all were there, the big team. Claude J. Stern, the most talkative of the group, serious as his name, but looking happy. Doctor Bedwyr Beasley, the silent head behind everything, stood with his hands in the pockets of his light grey suit, looked at Claude, grinning under his long beard. Thor Drummond, nicknamed "Tornado", a portly middle-aged man, waited impatiently for his turn to take the microphone. Security agent Finn Hofferson, in his private agent's attire, standing near the table, ready to act at any threat.<p>

And then, there was _her_. Valka Haddock. _Mom_.

It had been nine years since the four researchers, and their escort agent had been kidnapped on the way to a conference. There had been ultimatums from their kidnappers for several weeks, and then nothing more. They had literally vanished. Not _died_, Hayden hoped. No body had been found. Claude, Bedwyr, Thor, Valka, and Finn had never reappeared again.

Hayden had often asked himself _who_ could have wanted to get rid of eminent people who wanted to help the world become a better place. His mother's and her colleagues' work had cost decades of effort and who knew how much money, so not even the greediest Big Pharma a conspiracy freak could have imagined would have had an interest in erasing it.

So _what had happened_? Hayden didn't really care, though.

He just missed his mom.

The clicking sounds of the door being opened gave him a jolt, and he quickly turned off the DVD player, switching on the news channel.

"Now let's go back on the local news," the announcer was saying. "For the case of the disappearance of little Thomas from the island of Lee…"

Hayden sighed and turned off the TV. A moment after, Stewart Haddock, chief of the local police forces and his father, entered the room, covered his eyes with a hand, and threw himself on an armchair.

"No clues, right?" Hayden asked him.

Thomas Nathan Fury, aged 13, dark hair, green eyes, blood type zero Rh negative, orphan, was the latest missing person case in the archipelago. He had been sighted the last time as he went back home, to the Davenport foster house, after a game of dodgeball, but his caretaker had never seen him going back. He had been missing for six months, and there were no news of criminals asking for a ransom, or anything like that.

Actually, no person in their right mind would have asked a ransom for an _orphan_, no offense meant.

"We found his bicycle," Dad sighed. "We are sure it's his… he painted his name on the frame, and it matches Davenport's description."

"Where was the bike?" Hayden stood up and asked, more curious every second that passed.

"On the bottom of the sea… not too far from our docks," Dad said, worry evident in his voice. "It was caught up in a fishing net."

Hayden listened and scratched his chin, trying to sum things up. This could only mean trouble.

"You don't really think someone will want to take _me_ away, Dad?" he asked with a sarcastic smirk. "I'm _waay_ too muscular for a kidnapper to get me!"

"Hayden…"

"Seriously, Dad?"

He crossed the room and took the stairs to his bedroom. That was that… Dad just _wouldn't_ listen. There was no danger, at all. Berk was, like, the most isolated place in the world. The fact had happened _on Lee Island_, _months_ before. Gods, even Mom's disappearance had been archived!

Lee Island was the main island in the archipelago – it hosted most of the administrative buildings, the old science compound, the high school… they had lived there, too, until Mom's kidnapping. After the event, Dad had decided to retreat in their old hometown, Berk. There was an elementary and junior high that Hayden attended, a small administrative facility, a tiny hospital, and, well, a few houses, shops, and stuff like that, and that was that. The bare necessities for a small community to go on.

Hayden was looking forward to go to high school – Dad still owned that old house on Lee Island, so probably they would have moved back there. He would have left that hole forever, if he could have done it. He just wanted to leave that small island behind. He wanted to finish school and go to college – get rid of Dad's presence.

There was a whole world out there, and he just wanted to see it all – to _do _everything, to live his life.

Just one year.

He would have asked to be enrolled in high school earlier, actually – he had the marks to do it. There was a reason why he had stayed, and that reason had a name and a surname – Astrid Hofferson.

She was one of the few kids in the school – there just were about thirty or forty kids in the whole school. She was the best in their year after Hayden, and her family was also victim of the criminals who had taken Hayden's mom – Finn Hofferson, the guard, was her uncle. Hayden had known her for a lifetime – they used to play together at the meetings, and he had often let her play with his action figures because she loathed her dolls.

He would have never said it out loud, but he would have given… who knew what? Pretty much _anything_?... for her to date him. He… _just_… didn't feel he was enough for her. She was the coolest girl in school – the previous year, she had managed to actually hit Thomas Fury during a dodgeball game…

He just needed a way to prove himself – a way that didn't imply beating her at school. He had his mountain bike, he would have given anything to race, but Dad didn't want him to get hurt, so he practiced in secret. He _just_ couldn't race, not without a permission… right, the only thing he could have done in that hole of a town, and he wasn't allowed.

He had his place – there was a cove, on the other side of the island, almost a natural track. He knew every obstacle, every hill and every slope in it. It was _his_ place. No one came there – not as far as he knew.

So, it was almost instinct for him to get out of the house by the back door, get his bike, and pedal to the secret cove.

Five minutes through roads until Raven Point, then dirt pathways and some tall grass, and he was there. He crossed the gap between two high rocks, then went down the slope and pulled the brakes in the middle of the cove.

He carried the bike to the shed he had built the year before, put down the kickstand, pulled out a pump and started inflating the wheels.

He really liked that cove, but sometimes he grew bored of doing always the same things in there. There was a body of water where someone could fish, but fishing wasn't exactly the best of fun for him. Hayden ran out of patience easily, and couldn't exactly stay quiet on shore.

He also had a few crates where he stored his stuff – comic books, for example. Dad wasn't exactly happy of how many he had in his room. An old toy RC airplane on which he had been tinkering. His tools. An old plush dragon given to him by Mom. Some bicycle spare parts – he tended to order a lot of them on the net and store them so when his bike broke or needed different parts, he had them ready.

Hayden had worked a lot on his bike. He had received it as a birthday present from Dad's best friend Bob (a.k.a. Gobber) a year before, and even though it had looked cool from the very beginning – it was green, and green was his favorite color – he had always tried to improve this or that part so it would have been faster or more maneuverable. He had even dubbed it "The Mangler", and painted the name on it with blood red paint.

Hayden finished inflating the wheels of his bike, then started lubricating the chain. Once he was done, he put his helmet on, got on his bike again, and started a test lap.

And that was it. He was flying. He was free.

He loved it. The sensation of speed, the wind on his face, the jumps his stomach made every time the bike was in the air or he went down a particularly steep slope.

He _knew_ he probably was not a champion. But he loved it anyway – and those few moments a day were a treasure for him.

He didn't think about how much he missed Mom, or at Dad's oppressive presence and expectations. He didn't think about his lack of friends at school, or at how much his town sucked.

Then the wheels stopped, and he was on the ground again.

"This is Berk," Hayden mumbled to himself as he dismounted from the bike, "It's twelve days North of Hopeless and a few degrees South of Freezing to Death. It's located _exactly_ on the Meridian of Misery."

He went back to the shed and sat on one of the crates.

It was _then_ he heard a noise. Strange.

No one _ever _came there, not even Dad. He couldn't have even imagined Hayden knew that place, let alone went there every day. And the kids didn't know it – Hayden would have known if they did.

"What the actual…?" Hayden walked outside the shed and looked around. He reached in his pocket and picked up a spyglass, then he closed an eye and looked around.

No one.

No one was coming.

He looked around one more time without the spyglass, then he used it again. He heard the noise at a point, but when he turned to the source of the noise, he saw nothing.

"Seriously?" he sighed. "Sonny, if you're here to play statues, _go away_!"

Sonny Jorgenson was the most annoying boy in Hayden's school – rephrase, in the whole island. To Hayden, he was simply known as _Snot_, mostly for a childhood accident. He wasn't a real bully, but he tried his best to annoy Hayden in any way he could – and also, he kept hitting on Astrid.

Something emerged from behind a rock – something that definitely wasn't Snot. Nor any other kid Hayden knew… not even a _person_.

A chill ran down Hayden's back as he realized the _thing_ in his cove was an animal. A _huge_ animal, the size of a horse, with claws and fangs, huge jaws, and dark as ink. And judging by its stealth… it had arrived without Hayden knowing…

… seriously, what could have this monster done?

Hayden didn't know. He didn't _want_ to know.

He just ran, ran as fast as he could, out of the cove, back to the dirt paths, the road, and the town – without even looking back.

He only stopped in the backyard of his house, and immediately wondered why it was going so dark all of a sudden.

Before he could find an answer, he plopped down to the ground.

* * *

><p><strong>End of the pilot! Yup, Hayden is Hiccup, but the name will be used as a nickname, and only eventually, you'll find out why.<strong>

**I hope you'll like it!**


	2. Chapter 2

**Honestly, readers, I'm sorry you all thought I was giving up on this. I never really given up on this story – as I told you, it's my own bedtime story and I keep telling it to myself when I have trouble sleeping. I just didn't know if someone else would have appreciated it, because it's a bit awkward as a story, and so I left a pilot to see what could have happened.**

**I'm also sorry I couldn't have replied to reviews immediately – I'm talking to you, guests! – but a promise is a promise, so here you are.**

**Miaow: thanks ;)**

**Sky: Just you wait… Hayden is a name I've always liked – and it's also a hint to the fact that the HTTYD movies quote a lot Star Wars.**

**Guest: Don't worry, here's chapter 2 =)**

**Dragonlovewater: don't worry again. If I like something, I like it and I work on it. I may take time (I study, I cosplay, I do this and do that...) but I work on it.**

**Also, thanks to keelall for following and faving the story. I really appreciate the support of all of you who showed it.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 2<p>

What You Wish For

_From the moment I properly met Hayden Haddock, I knew he was a person I could trust._

_Honestly, I had already seen him once or twice – we lived in an isolated archipelago, so the children of his school came to Lee Island whenever there was something like a chess tournament, the science fair, and so on. I knew about the son of the police officer who always had some engineering project up his sleeve, also because one of my former classmates, Hiro, kept beating him up when Hayden's projects backfired (Hayden later told me it was for lack of good materials – it's hard to find the best quality in a small settlement like Berk)._

_But enough with chatting. He loved bicycles, like me. I knew he was clever because I had recognized him as the science fair boy. And I knew he was the son of a policeman – he had to be an honest person._

_I admit him I must have scared him badly when I approached him first. I had noticed him for the things he had said – because he had spoken in the woods, and so I knew there had been someone. When he said we were on Berk, I was overjoyed – ever since escaping from… that place, which I didn't even know where it was exactly, knowing where I had ended up was a safety anchor. It was such a relief, knowing I wasn't so far away from home, that I almost forgot my appearance was no longer the one I used to have._

_So I hid._

_But then Hayden started looking for me._

_I think I was as scared as he was. Home was a step away, if I could only have been recognized. But, at least not then, it was not something I was able to control. And I couldn't stay hidden, he would have found me eventually._

_I prayed he would have kept calm – he didn't. He ran all the way to the town, and then he fainted in his backyard. There weren't any people in the road, so I just hid on the roof and tried to see what could have happened._

_Then, my ears caught something._

_One of the perks of being… well, what I am… is that I developed excellent eyesight and hearing. And there was a man talking at the phone, in one of the rooms of the house, and pacing back and forth._

* * *

><p>"What am I going to do with him, Gobber?" the man in the house was saying.<p>

"Put him in the team," a voice that the telephone made machinelike answered. "Let him race."

"No, I'm serious." That _had_ to be the boy's dad.

"So am I," the telephone man replied.

"He'd break a leg before the first lap ends!"

"Look, Stewart… I know it seems hopeless. But I wouldn't have given him that bike of his if it really was. He would have built his own, or made who knows what to _do something_. He's feeling caged. You _can't_ always be around to protect him. Have you ever wondered why he gets out so often…? And let me guess, judging by your voice he's out there right now."

The man called Stewart hung up, then a few sounds informed Thomas he had probably plopped down on the couch and switched on the TV set.

* * *

><p><em>There was really nothing else I could do over there – I had to get away before people saw me. I mean, they were looking for a teenager with black hair, not an overgrown black axolotl – and despite it would have been amazing, for once, seeing something like the National Geographic in this forsaken archipelago, well, I didn't want them on ME. I had already too much media coverage as missing person.<em>

* * *

><p>Hayden stood up and shook the grass and the dirt away from his clothes. He was still in his backyard… which meant the monster had not followed him.<p>

He made a sigh of relief, but soon after a series of hiccups followed his sigh. He quickly got inside home from the back door and helped himself to a glass of water. The reflecting surface of the fridge showed the face of a terrified and bewildered thirteen-year-old who just looked as if he had ran away from Hell itself.

There was a _monster_. In his place. And he had left there his bike, his stuff, Mom's plush…

"My life sucks," he moaned. Until he was sure the monster had left, that stuff was as good as lost.

"Hayden? Are you home?" Dad's voice echoed from the living room.

"Yeah," Hayden answered, trying to sound as calm as he could. He shook some more dirt from his clothes, then he closed his eyes for a moment, sighed, and walked into the living room again.

"Listen… that bicycle…" Dad started. Hayden had a start – had he noticed his bike was missing?

"Dad, I'm sorry, I…"

"Hayden…" Dad covered his eyes with a hand, then sighed. "I'm the officer assigned to the Thomas Fury case. The bicycle could hold more clues, and I'll have to work on it – maybe this time we'll find the boy."

He wasn't talking about his bike… he wasn't talking about his bike… Hayden had to stifle a sigh of relief.

"… so?" the thirteen-year-old asked.

"I'll be staying in Lee Island for a few days – interrogate the fishermen, inspect the spot where the bike was found. I'll have to coordinate a team of divers."

"Is that all?" Hayden walked towards the stairs that led to the upper floor. "Now, I need to have a shower, Dad, if you're leaving while I'm in the bathroom, goodbye…"

"And…"

"And what?" Hayden turned. He hoped it wasn't another restriction.

"I'm enrolling you to the cycling team. You start tomorrow after school."

* * *

><p>Hayden was sure of <em>one thing<em>: whoever was up there, they hated him with all their guts.

There couldn't have been a worse moment for him to start training with the cycling team. His bike was as good as lost. He still was recovering from the scare of the day before. The bike he had borrowed from the warehouse of the team was old and looked as if it hadn't been used in years – and the uniform he had been given, despite he _knew_ was for speed and comfort, was skin-tight and made him look even scrawnier than he was.

The kids in the team were almost all the ones in his class: there was that royal pain of Sonny "Snotlout" Jorgenson; then the boy who sat next to Hayden in most of the classes, Francis Ingerman, who was known all over the school as Fishlegs after he had crashed with his bike in a pond during a race and had inexplicably ended up with tadpoles in his pants.

Then there were the twins, Ruthie and Tucker Thorston, even if they hated those names and wanted to be known as Ruff and Tuff. Most of the town, anyway, called them Ruffnut and Tuffnut… because they were as nuts as they could be. One of their favorite pastimes before every race was to headbutt each other with their helmets on. To test them, they said, even if Hayden had his doubts.

Last, but not the least, came the reason why Hayden was about to die of shame. A reason _with a name and a surname_.

Snotlout and Fishlegs were strong, and the twins were… well, rough and tough, but Astrid Hofferson was… Hayden didn't even have a word.

He had known that girl for a lifetime, and had seen her change a lot in those years. She had been his playmate as children, during the endless business meetings at which families were invited.

He had seen her cry when her uncle had been abducted. A few months later, though, something had happened. She had become different. Determined.

It was as if she had seen something, as if she _knew_ something, but wouldn't tell.

Some people had started seeing her going to libraries, searching the net for something, training – just, no one exactly knew what or why.

She knew how to be discreet, and Hayden thought he knew why. He had caught her father scolding her in the street in front of the library once, telling her that there was no such thing as ghosts.

When, four years before, their teacher had asked to write an essay on what they wanted to be when they grew up (Hayden had written of himself as a racing car pilot), Astrid had read to the whole class of how she wanted to become a detective and try to solve the mystery of the vanished scientists and their guard. It was just as if… she had a lead. When Hayden had gone back to his desk after reading about his dreams of motors and speed, she had punched his arm and whispered: "Really, Hayden? What about the guys who took your mom?"

If there was someone Hayden didn't want to be seen by in his current state, that person was Astrid Hofferson.

He was dead. He was _so_ dead.

The thing that worried the most, though, was the practice itself. The coach was Dad's friend himself – the very Gobber. He had been a champion in his youth, that was common knowledge in town, but after a war in a country with an unpronounceable name, he had lost his racing dreams along with an arm and a leg, and now earned a living working as janitor at the school and training the cycling team of the town.

He had also baby-sat Hayden a lot of times when Dad had been too busy with work, so the boy knew him well enough to be aware that his strategy was to learn on the field.

In plain English, he would have had to race the other guys.

Dead. Dead _and_ buried.

"Oh, great, who let him in?" was Tuffnut's first comment when Hayden approached the starting line with the borrowed bike.

Normally, Hayden would have had a line to properly reply, but right now he couldn't think of anything. There was an argument between Tuffnut and Snotlout on whether Hayden belonged in the children's team, or they had to start practicing in the bigger, professional team at Lee Island.

"Don't worry," Gobber put his hand on Hayden's shoulder. "Underestimating has always marked an opponent's defeat. I know you have skills on a bike. You may not be used to race with anyone but yourself, but they won't really put an effort in trying to beat you, so give it all you got."

Again, Hayden didn't reply. He knew by experience there was no argument with which he could have convinced the coach. He just got on the bike, put his left foot on the pedal (he was quite sure he was the only left-handed boy in his school) and waited for Gobber to whistle.

At the sound of the whistle, the other kids shot forward like bullets. Hayden hadn't quite expected it, and when he started pedaling, the others were gaining speed. As a voice in his head kept screaming _no, no, no, no…_, Hayden pedaled faster, and faster, in the desperate attempt to catch up with them as they got farther, and farther.

Fishlegs… pardon, Francis, was the heaviest, and the closest to Hayden.

He felt bad for his classmate, but he had to do better. He _had to_, or he would have been covered in shame until college graduation.

He pedaled faster. And faster. He was almost there…

Then Fishlegs quickly steered – a _curve!_ Hayden hadn't either seen or expected that – and they both ended on the muddy ground in a tangle of limbs, wheels, and chains.

"Boys!" Gobber ran to them as fast as his mismatched limbs allowed him. "Is everything fine?"

"Not at all!" Hayden moaned, trying to get up. He had ended up under his own bike, but at least Fishlegs had not fallen on him. Not quite. His backside ached, his right arm too, and one of his knees was bleeding.

"Maybe we should just start one at a time," Gobber helped him up with his good arm. "I forgot you're not familiar with this track. The others have been doing this for…"

"Years, I know." Hayden snorted.

He picked up the bike and went back to the starting line along with Fishlegs. They waited for the other four to arrive to the line, then Gobber pulled out a stopwatch and announced them they would have practiced individual time trial.

"Hayden here isn't used to race with opponents," he said. "We should give him time to get familiar with the track, so he can learn how to regulate his speed and won't make mistakes like this again."

Hayden was pretty sure he had heard Snotlout mumbling "Useless", but he hoped he had just misheard him. He got back on the bike and pedaled to the starting line.

"Now, Hayden, take your time. Memorize the track. I want you to do two laps, I'll take the time the first and the second time," Gobber said, holding the stopwatch. "On my three… one. Two. Three!"

* * *

><p>At the end of two seemingly endless hours, Hayden left the bike in the warehouse, waved Gobber goodbye, and left to go home.<p>

The other guys had their bikes, and they seemed to have no regret to leave him behind. Alone, afoot, on a dirt road, and with that ridiculous skin-tight uniform that would have looked cool only when actually riding a bicycle.

"This is really rock bottom," Hayden mumbled kicking a rock.

Another rock rolled by his feet. The boy stopped and looked around. Now, who could have possibly kicked that…?

When he saw the _monster_ a few steps away from him, he thought he was inches away from fainting again.

That was it. He was _dead_. Da-da-da. Dead. Done.

The big, black… _thing_ was approaching him like a predator with a prey. Hadn't it been so close, Hayden would have thought it was beautiful… it was a sleek, lizard-like being, with a flat head, spikes on his head and back, four paws, a long finned tail, and… were those _wings_?

The thing was a _dragon_. And that dragon, very ironically, looked somewhat like Stitch the alien, from the movie he had watched a lot of times with Mom.

"No fre…hic…king way…" Hayden tried to say, but he found himself facing another attack of hiccups.

The dragon stopped in front of him, and just stared. It had huge green eyes, with big square-ish pupils – Hayden couldn't exactly put his finger on it, but it looked friendly. _Definitely_ like Stitch the alien.

But there was one more thing that Hayden noticed. The dragon could have been big, but now he could see it more closely, and its mouth was slightly open, the boy could see that the big scaly lizard lacked that "something" that made scary most of the beasts.

"Toothless?" Hayden lifted an eyebrow. "I could have sworn you had teeth!"

The dragon lifted an eyebrow in return, then it sat on its rear and showed properly his gums. A second later, a set of fangs sprung out of the gums, like the claws from the paw of a cat.

"Oops. You do." The boy grinned. The dragon retracted its teeth again and made something that looked a lot like a grin.

Hayden shook his head.

"Are you sure you aren't just a big black cat? Because if you are, don't worry, I'm not superstitious."

The dragon looked at him, and his pupils somewhat shrank. Then they widened again, and the reptile made a _hough-hough-hough_ verse that sounded a lot like laughter.

Hayden couldn't have been more surprised. He had cracked a joke. He had _cracked a freaking joke_ and the dragon had understood it!

_What_ was that creature exactly? It had not pursued him when he had run off, the previous day. It laughed at jokes. (It even was hard to think of it as an "it", honestly.) It looked harmless.

"No freaking way," Hayden said again, looking at the dragon. The reptile raised its left paw and made some sort… of gesture. It was as if it was telling Hayden to come.

"Come with you?" Hayden asked.

The dragon nodded, then it lifted its tail and pointed to a familiar direction. Hayden knew too well _where_ it was pointing. The cove. _His_ cove.

It took half an hour to walk there, maybe even more, Hayden didn't have his watch, and he didn't exactly mind the time, not when he was wary about that big scaly thing next to him. But they were there again – it was his place, and his new "roommate" didn't look like a threat, for now.

"So, I know I might sound a lot like Professor Oak," Hayden smirked as he started rummaging through his boxes. The dragon didn't look like a threat, but still he wanted to take something home, just in case it _was_ a threat and his stuff could go lost. "But… are you a boy or a girl dragon? I can't think of you as an it."

He looked at the dragon, who rolled its eyes and smacked its snout with a paw. It opened its mouth and growled something, then it smacked its snout again and laid its head on the ground.

"Whatever you said, I didn't get it," Hayden joked pulling Mom's toy dragon out of the box. He stared at it for a moment – Mom might have been an eminent scientist, but she had found the time to sew that little thing for him and even embroider his name under the belly of the plushie.

The dragon came forward and sniffed the toy. Its eyes widened, as if it had realized something, and it sniffed the toy again, then Hayden, then it found a patch of dirt, took a branch in its mouth, and made a few scratches on the ground.

"So what are you doing now, are you playi…?" Hayden approached the patch of dirt, and the dragon made a low growl when he almost stepped on a line. Hayden stepped backwards and looked at the signs, and when he understood what he had just seen he couldn't really believe his eyes.

It wasn't a doodle. They were words.

I AM A BOY.

* * *

><p><em>I hoped he trusted me enough to return, but I didn't want to fool myself. If he had really taken that old-looking stuffed animal, he was probably trying to secure at least that treasure, take his bike, and never come back.<em>

_I was afraid, no, terrified. I had in front of me the chance to end everything, to go home, it was all in Hayden Harington Haddock III's frail, weak hands._

_If he could only trust me._

_If I could only tell him my story._

_If he could only help._

_And fear only made it worse. I couldn't even try to turn back to my real self when I was terrified. Now I know it's all about fight-or-flight and rest-and-digest, nervous system stuff, and how it regulated the transformation a bit. Then, I only knew I was as afraid as I could be and I wanted everything to go back to normal, and fear didn't help._

_I could only watch as Hayden waved me goodbye and left, fearing he would have left once and for all._

* * *

><p><strong>A little trivia: the fact that Hiro beat Hiccup at the science fair is a wink to the Oscar case. It's just like having the same great ideas… but buying the materials from a big store or the small shop just around the corner. Or using a soldering iron vs. duct tape.<strong>

**So yeah we're not fully into action yet. And all I can think is "boooring!" because chapters 1 and 2 were a mere introduction. I hate writer's block. But at least, now the introduction is complete and the plot can finally start!**

**I hope you keep supporting the story like you did. If you want to, tell me what you like, what you don't like, if you have theories on how the story could go on ;) (obviously, if you have an account I might reply and tell you whether it's right or wrong, but if you're guests I will not give spoilers to all the other readers!)**


	3. Chapter 3

**Chapter 3 up!**

**I hope you like what you're reading by now, because I'm having really fun, and it's no longer a simple bedtime story as I keep paper and pencil near the bed and the plot is getting more complicated – and involving more characters.**

**Now, I promised I would have replied to all the reviews, so…**

**Guest: thanks for calling me a good writer ^_^ I'm not THAT good actually. I've known better fanwriters – they have even betaed me. Writing a story is not easy stuff – that's actually the reason why Chapter 1 was just a pilot until I decided to go on.**

**Did you watch Race to the Edge? I did and it was awesome! (warn me if you don't want spoilers, because some revelations in that series are actually useful for the plot)**

* * *

><p>Chapter 3<p>

Rest and Digest

_I couldn't sleep that night. I recalled all the events that had led me to that point – getting kidnapped, waking up shackled to a bedpost, all my failed attempts to run off, and the fateful injection. I remembered my mission, the one for which the others had jeopardized their own lives to create a diversion to let me escape._

_Look. For. Help._

_Now, maybe I had found it, maybe I didn't._

_I needed to control my transformation, first. Then, tell my story and hope that someone would believe it. Maybe Hayden, who seemed to trust me enough._

_If only Hayden could come back._

_I didn't know what day it was, not then, but judging by the weather, and the trees, it probably was the beginning of the fall, so there WAS school. Very probably, Hayden wouldn't have had time to come to his – OUR now – cove._

_I didn't know what day it was, indeed. I also didn't know that the following day was Saturday._

* * *

><p>"What do you think, Little One?" Hayden lifted the plush up to his eyes and sighed. "Was it all some kind of dream?"<p>

He threw himself on his bed and sighed. Home had always looked empty to him, but in those days when Dad was away, it was even emptier.

He didn't really understood – first Dad didn't want him to get hurt, then he had to leave for days. It was odd.

But even more than that, the dragon in the woods – he had started referring to him as Toothless for his retractable teeth – was the strangest thing he had ever seen. From what story book had he jumped out? Seriously – a dragon?

A dragon with retractable teeth, who laughed at a joke, gestured him to follow, did a facepalm (more like a facepaw) twice, and wrote "I am a boy" in the dirt?

Not even George R. R. Martin or Christopher Paolini could have thought of _that_.

Either Hayden was going mad – or something was happening. Something _big_. And honestly, Hayden hoped for the latter: a forgotten archipelago, a boy who was somewhat the outcast of the town, and a friendly dragon was the perfect combination for the coolest of the stories.

In a corner of his mind, his common sense (which, strangely, sounded a lot like Dad) kept telling him he should have considered himself lucky to get back the Mangler and Little One, and it was time to forget everything and maybe let an adult with a gun check the cove.

But he… couldn't do that. It was a _dragon_, not a rogue bear or something like that. And it wasn't an it, he was an "he". A sentient being who could understand him and communicate.

So, first things first, what could an intelligent creature who was probably into hiding need?

* * *

><p>"Hey, Toothless!" Hayden walked into the cove, with his school bag full of food on his shoulders. "I brought breakfast!"<p>

He got back on the bike and pedaled down the small slope, then he pulled the brakes and got down.

Toothless approached him with a happy gait, tongue sticking out of his mouth.

"Well, hello to you too," Hayden put down the kickstand and grinned in return. "I hope you like snacks and cookies, because that's all we have for now. And yeah, we're having breakfast together."

Toothless grinned again, then he bumped his nose on Hayden's shoulder. Hayden sat on the ground, tore open a pack of cookies, then ate one and passed another to his new friend. They spent some time in silence, with their munching as the only noise they could hear, then Toothless yawned and stretched.

"What's up, bud?" Hayden straightened up and looked at his newest friend.

Toothless laid down on the ground and rubbed his eyes with his paws. He yawned again, and this time his… "voice"… had a higher pitch. It honestly sounded more like a voice and less like a verse. He even looked somewhat smaller.

Hayden made a step backwards when he realized the dragon was _really_ shrinking. His legs became slightly longer and thinner, patches of cloth seeped from underneath the scales, his snout shortened and paws became hands and feet.

"Cookies? Seriously! Was that really so easy?"

He had _spoken_! Toothless had spoken!

Hayden didn't immediately understand what he was saying – Toothless had a pronounced lisp – but those were definitely words. He still had wings, a tail, patches of scales everywhere, and long, rod-like ears, but apart from that, he looked like a preteen. His head was covered in short, spiky black hair that looked as if they had been cut without caring for the looks, he was wearing dirty and ragged clothes, and his feet were bare.

"No way…" Hayden felt like he was about to have another attack of hiccups. This was way beyond anything he could imagine.

"What's wrong, Hiccup?" the dragon boy asked him.

"Wha…?" Hayden pulled a face.

Toothless grinned and shrugged. "Well, man, that's all the sounds you made when you saw me."

Hayden snorted, then he noticed Toothless now _really_ lacked teeth: on the left side of his mouth, the front and side incisors were completely missing, and the maxillar canine was chipped. That explained the lisp, Hayden supposed.

"I know, I'm not a nice sight," Toothless rolled his eyes. "I can assure you I looked better. Spoke better too, before some madman decided to feed me my own teeth."

"Well, that must have hurt," Hayden mumbled.

"You can bet on it, Hiccup." Toothless sat down and yawned. "Man, I'm _ssooo_ tired…"

"Ooh, he's _shooooo_ tired…" Hayden chuckled and mimicked his lisp. Strange as the situation could seem, he could relate better to his new friend now that they could actually talk. "By the way, _Toothless_, it's Hayden. Hayden is my name. If you want to tell me yours, we can give up on stupid nicknames."

"I'd have to kill you if I told you my name," Toothless mumbled rubbing his eyes. If that was supposed to sound like a threat, Hayden thought, even without the lisp he looked like a big baby ready to take a nap.

"Oh, I'm sssho sshcared!" Hayden mimicked his lisp again.

"Stop it!" Toothless lifted an eyebrow. Then, he looked at his feet. "Sorry, man. It's just that… there's a lot I'd have to tell you, then. And I still don't know if I can really trust you. I've… I've seen too much."

"Well, we're two," Hayden sighed. "I don't know if you were around when it happened, but about ten years ago, my mom was abducted by some organization. We never knew why, they asked for a ransom but the detectives weren't really convinced about it. I mean, a group of scientists and their guard, who gets them for a _ransom_? And then, some weeks later… nothing. Nothing more. No trace of the criminals, no trace of Mom either. Most people say she's dead, that they're all dead… Mom… and Claude… and Finn, and all the others. That they can't be alive after all these years. But there's no proof of their death so they could be _anywhere_."

Toothless made a sad face.

"I never met my parents," he said. "Your mother was the one who made that thing for you – that plush you took away?"

Hayden nodded.

"You're lucky you have a memory of her. I… I wish I could help you. Maybe once I'm done with what I have to do."

"They could be _anywhere_." Hayden sighed.

"Anywhere is the word. A man I used to know often told me that anywhere might even mean right under your nose." Toothless pointed at his own nose, then yawned again. "You don't mind if I sleep, do you?"

"No, don't worry," Hayden walked to his bike. "I'm leaving some food here, if you get hungry again. If people notice I'm missing for too long, my father might leave the divers and rush back here with all the police forces in the archipelago… well, bye Toothless. It's been nice talking to you."

He got on his bike and started pedaling back to the town, maybe with even more questions in his head than the ones he had left home with.

* * *

><p><em>I knew that smell on the plush, even if I didn't tell Hayden. I had smelled it on the Helheim. It would have meant telling him ABOUT the Helheim, and I didn't feel ready, not yet.<em>

_One thing I didn't know, though, was that it was not because of the cookies I had regained a somewhat human appearance. Now, I don't really know everything about the matter, but the transformation is controlled by the nervous system, and there are two branches of it that coordinate reactions to danger and to good conditions to rest. That's the main axis that controls the transformation._

_Basically, I couldn't turn back because I was scared out of my wits. Now I was feeling quite sleepy, I had met someone I could call a friend, and my stomach was full of cookies, my nervous system was set on "rest and digest" and I was a little more like myself again._

_And, as Hayden left, and I looked at my hands and saw that the scales were slowly fading, one by one, the only thing I could think of was that, step by step, I was closer to home._

**_*Even closer than you'd expect, man* - Hayden_**

_Hiccup, write on __your own__ journal!_

* * *

><p>It felt very strange, to Hayden, to be back in his old, normal town after the strange morning he had just experienced, yet there he was, on his bike, in his green polo shirt, cargo pants, and the brown fishing vest he actually used for his tools.<p>

He had to be at the docks at ten o' clock to retrieve a package from the express courier boat – he _always_ had to, on Saturdays. He kept ordering stuff online for his bike or his contraptions, so often that the courier, a loquacious man named Johann Trader, had a story ready for him every damned weekend – and he didn't let go of Hayden's mail until the story was over.

Another interesting person who spent most of his time at the docks was Shay, the skipper of the school ferry. He was a man in his early twenties, and even though he claimed to be from Lee Island, he had a heavy Irish accent that had made some people question his origins. From what he had heard by the twins, Hayden knew he _had_ grown up at the foster house at Lee Island, and he had moved to Berk quite recently, where he had taken over the job of the old ferryman when the old man's eyesight had started failing.

He had longish, messy dark hair, a stubble and thin mustache, he wore a leather jacket and a pair of torn jeans, always walked around as if he owned the place, and Hayden had seen him smoking a cigarette a lot of times. He didn't like him, and honestly he hoped to move to Lee Island the following year, just so he wouldn't have to see Shay's face every day.

Ruffnut had a crush on him, but Tuffnut claimed that Shay was already head over heels with another woman – a child psychologist, judging by what the Thorston boy said. Fat chance, Hayden thought. Such a bumpkin with a doctor? Bleh. The doctor probably had to find an excuse not to see him.

"Bang on time as usual, you, huh?" Shay noticed him and smirked. "Six months and you come here every Saturday. People would think you're up to something!"

Hayden snorted, got off his bike, and tried his best to ignore the tactless youth.

"Yeah, good morning to you too, Shay," he snorted. "Is Johann here yet?"

"Uhm, actually, he's stuck on Lee Island because a young hooligan damaged his boat," Shay mumbled.

"Let me guess. _Dagur_?" Hayden asked.

"Old Ozzie's son? Definitely." Shay stretched his arms. "Seriously, I really don't know how that man can have such a bane for a son and such a sweet and nice little girl. Hope just has her hands full with those two. She keeps saying that the boy has the worst form of hyperactivity she has ever seen, and quite the vicious nature too."

"Believe me. I _know_," the thirteen-year-old said. "Their father works with mine." Hope had to be the child psychologist Shay was trying to woo. And of _course_ it was something Oswald would do, sending Dagur to the shrink, at least after the teenager had earned himself a nice trip to the police station for vandalism.

Hayden still remembered a lot of the play dates he had had with Oswald's children. That time Dagur had "taught" him to play football and he had ended up in the hospital with a serious sprain. Or that one when they had gone swimming together and Hayden had almost drowned – _despite_ having a life jacket.

"So, does this mean I won't be getting the stuff I ordered?" So much for ordering electric stuff online. Hayden had been _so_ sure he would have beaten the Hiro brat at the next science fair, and now he had nothing to work with!

"Actually…" Shay made a smug grin, jumped on his boat, and pulled out a sealed package from a chest. "You know… I always come and go anyway. And I've seen you going up and down these docks enough times to know you. Here's your electric material. Just don't build a detonator!"

Hayden stared at the young ferryman in disbelief. Shay had his stuff. Shay had _taken_ his stuff to Berk because Johann couldn't. Yet another strange happening in those days of strange happenings.

"… thanks…" he mumbled, taking the package in his hands.

"You're very welcome," Shay grinned – a sincere grin. "I know you, Hayden Haddock. You think I'm bad lot, you treasure that bike more than your life itself, and you want to beat Hiro Hamada from the junior high at Lee Island ever since he beat you in sixth grade."

"Well, who wouldn't want to beat that little…" Hayden mumbled.

"That _little_ is nine, Hayden. It may burn, being beaten by a younger child, but you're not being mature, at all."

"Well, who knows? Maybe his brother has helped him all the way through. Or his aunt. And he doesn't have to spend a fortune on ferry tickets or shipment."

Shay covered his forehead with a hand and sighed.

"Hayden, don't do anything you could regret. I used to know a boy who was a lot like you, and right now I don't even know if he's still alive."

He probably meant Thomas Fury.

But Hayden couldn't care less.

He had his dreams and he would have chased them, one step at a time, he thought as he pedaled back to town with his precious cargo in the backpack. Beat the rival. Get Astrid's attention. Go to high school. Leave that island forever.

_Yeah, but then? What about Toothless?_, something in his mind reminded him.

The horn of a car right behind him reminded him he was in the streets. He stopped, pulled his bike on the sidewalk and sat on a bench. That urchin, the dragon boy, seemed desperate for help. And Hayden was probably the only one Toothless knew on that island. He had seen a lot, Hayden could realize that even if Toothless wouldn't tell. If he didn't really trust a boy his age with what he had seen, that could only mean he had been in serious trouble.

The sound of steps warned him someone was approaching him, he looked up and saw that Astrid Hofferson was standing near his bench.

"So now you have your bike back, huh?" she mumbled, looking at the Mangler. Hayden almost jumped on the bench.

"Astrid! Hey! Hi Astrid. Hi Astrid. Hi Astrid…" he stuttered nervously. "Uhm… so… yeah… fixed it. It's up again. I'll be on it at next practice."

It was a good excuse – Hayden could fix the unfixable, to use Gobber's words. Such a pity no one else believed him.

Astrid grumbled.

"Honestly, I don't know why you do it," she said. "Your father is in the police, your mother is gone, and all you try to do is beat some brat at the science fair or try to get into the cycling team. Hayden, seriously! You're stuck on this!"

"You're in the team, too," the boy made her notice, but he wasn't too sure of what he was saying. Of course, Astrid was the ace of the team, but she never really had her head in the game. "And we're _thirteen_, Astrid. If we don't decide what we do with our lives now… I guess Mom would never want me to waste my life away looking for her."

"You know nothing, Hayden."

"That was Jon Snow. Not me. You know? Jon Snow. That character from the books," Hayden folded his arms and smirked. "The one in the Night's Watch... who looks like that Eret boy who plays football for the Lee Island High School…"

"… Hayden!" Astrid really looked as if she was losing all of her patience.

"No, Astrid, seriously…" Hayden stood up. "You haven't always been like this! What do you think you're in? I don't know… an epic war between Vikings and dragons? It's as if you were Don Quixote… and _you're_ tilting at windmills! I got it! You loved your uncle. You'd want him back – or you want justice for him ever since the inquiries have been stopped. I know how it feels. My mother was there. But… if the adults couldn't do anything, what are _we_ supposed to do?"

He jumped on his bike and pedaled away, with no other thought but getting as far as he could from there.

He wasn't too surprised when he found out he had instinctively gone back to his cove – his and Toothless's now – but his newest friend was, and was immediately concerned when he saw him sitting on the ground with misty eyes and crying.

"Hiccup! What happened?" he approached him and sat on the ground, next to Hayden.

There was too much Hayden could think of. He had snapped at Astrid, comparing her to the most insane and worthless adventurer of literature. _She_ had judged as useless all his attempts to become someone in everybody's – and, most importantly – _her_ eyes. And in the attempt to make her reason, he had dug out one of his weak spots – he missed Mom.

And he also missed the _old_ Astrid, his friend, his playmate, the happy girl who had disappeared with the kidnapping of her uncle.

"… what happened…?" Toothless asked him again. Hayden looked up and saw that his friend's eyes were _completely_ green, even the part that was supposed to be white.

"I think you're turning back into…" Hayden tried to mumble.

"Don't change the topic, I'm worried for _you_ now," Toothless replied. "So as long as I can talk, _we talk_. Besides… I had not noticed any change until you came here weeping your eyes out. So what happened, Hayden?"

He couldn't help noticing it was the first time Toothless had used his real name – even if he liked being called Hiccup. It was a nickname, something a good friend would have done.

"I snapped at an old friend because she accused me of losing my time… pretty much," Hayden sighed. "She lost an uncle to the same people who took my mom. She's… pretty serious about it."

"An old friend? She?" Toothless smirked. The "whites" of his eyes were white again. "Hiccup my dear, I think you're in love."

"What?" Hayden had a start. "Toothless! I never said that!"

"You may lie, my friend, but you're not fooling this," the dragon boy pointed at his own nose. "So, what's her name?"

Hayden stood up and walked a few steps away.

"What does it matter? She surely hates me now." He sighed and looked up to the rock walls of the cove.

"Hiccuuuuup?" Toothless stood up and put a hand around his shoulders. "Come on, you can tell Th… you can tell your buddy. I mean, I'm not some spy who might catch her. And even if I was… come on, we're thirteen. Or at least, I am. Unless it's a new year and I've turned fourteen already. No one cares about kids in this world."

Hayden looked at Toothless and forced himself to smile. If he really cared… if he really wanted to help him…

"Astrid Hofferson," he confessed.

Toothless had a start.

"You mean, Astrid Hofferson from the Berk junior high dodgeball and cycling team?" he asked. "Fearless Astrid? _Man_… you snapped at Astrid, that girl is badass!" He started pacing back and forth, with an amazed expression and his eyes wide open. "That makes you the bravest boy in town!"

He patted Hayden on his back. _Hard_. Then, he made an apologetic grin and lowered his oversized ears like a puppy.

"Sorry, still can't control my strength."

"So yeah, now you know my problem," Hayden rubbed the sore spot on his back. "One of the many, at least."

Toothless hinted at a grin.

"I have to make it even now, I suppose," he said. "Hayden, listen, what I'm about to tell you still terrifies me even when I simply think about it. So if at a point I'm no longer able to speak, just put up with it. You'll hear the whole story eventually, one way or another. I _need_ you to know it. But, point is, there are terrorists roaming these waters. And _they're_ behind all those missing person cases."

* * *

><p><strong>Just in case you guys don't know, Dagur has a sister. If I can recall, in DoB she was already mentioned, even if she makes an appearance only in RttE. So if someone DOESN'T want spoilers, tell me and I'll delay her appearance as long as possible. And put a big huge SPOILER ALERT sign on top of the chapters.<strong>

**Shay is the main character of the Assassin's Creed Rogue video game. I don't like him, but basically he is a good man, and I needed a character like him – a two-faced, naïve, confused, but basically good person, also somewhat an idiot – to cover a role in my story. Also, you may have noticed that I have kept some names as names (like Dagur) and put others as nicknames. The reason is simple: Dagur and Astrid are real names. Hiccup… not so much. =P So Hayden it was.**

**And yeah, Hiro and Tadashi are mentioned. There'll be other mentions – if I'm including Assassin's Creed, that has nothing to do with the HTTYD series, there must be other cameos too, also because many of the HTTYD characters just don't match the roles I need for this story. There are going to be other children – many others – teachers, townspeople, and so on. And all the characters will have to fit properly in the story.**

**Hiro was the first to appear because I'm making some sort of one-sided rivalry between Hiccup and him. But little Hiro knows nothing about it…**


	4. Chapter 4

**Hello again! (About time too, maybe some of the "silent readers" are saying - but I can't quite know!)**

**So yeah, I've been called to do a short cosplay appearance, so of course my writing has been slowed down. Also, I've been assigned an internship (you know, I study, too...) and even if I'm not starting it anytime soon, well, you've been warned.**

**Warning - there are mentions of electric shock. It's not much, but if there are some really young readers, well, I've warned you. I'm trying my best to make this story reader-friendly for most (and believe me, it's hard not to make the characters swear!)**

**Oh, by the way, from this chapter on there will be different POVs - but mostly, they will be the ones of the three main characters.**

**Questions I haven't been asked but to which I'll answer anyway:**

**- this story will cover movie 1 and 2 timeline, but the plot won't necessarily stick to them.**

**- I've put Shay Cormac from Assassin's Creed Rogue as a "guest character" because there are many references to Vikings in that game, even if we don't actually see them. He's a character I don't like, but I needed someone to act annoying and it was too soon for Eret. Also, more guest characters are Achilles Davenport and Hope Jensen from the same game, Miguel from Road to El Dorado, the Hamada brothers, and... well, you'll see. Some will have minor appearances or mere mentions, others will be more needed.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 4<p>

Fight and Flight

_They were annoying days for me, seriously. I tried my best to tell Hayden everything, but when it came to the worst parts I couldn't help recalling the event and turning into a full dragon – now I knew – out of fear._

_Eventually, though, Hayden started recognizing the signals and he started trying to keep me speaking for longer and longer._

* * *

><p>"… and he grabbed my hair and he had this cattle prod…" Toothless was trying to say, but he was stuttering more and more often, and his words turned to growls. It was the fifth time that Thursday afternoon, and Hayden would have said he was getting annoyed if he didn't know his friend couldn't really help it. He was <em>afraid<em> of the mere memory.

Cattle prods had to hurt. Hayden had seen a criminal getting tased – and he had actually seen a taser from a close distance. He had no doubt those things hurt – cattle prods weren't even designed for humans, what could they do to a child?

"Do you want to stop?" Hayden asked. He had listened to Toothless talking about his several failed escape attempts, and the punishment – fasting, beating, the cattle prod – his torturers had inflicted on him. He could really understand why he was so jumpy, why even remembering made him afraid.

Toothless shook his head to say no, then he took a deep breath and sank his fingers in the ground.

"Have to… finish…" he panted. "It hurt… but it didn't…"

"Huh?" Hayden pulled a face. He didn't quite understand what his friend meant.

"It was a trick," Toothless bit his lip the best he could. "They… wanted to see… how far could I get. After the prod… I heard them talking. He's the one, they said. Take the special vial, they said."

"Oh…"

Hayden didn't know what to say. In that day and the previous one, he had heard his friend talking about his escape attempts, all the times he had tried to get away, seemingly with no difficulty, only to be caught again an inch away from freedom. It had had to be a shock, finding out it all had been a test to prove something.

"Whatever they put in me, it was different from the other kids," Toothless took a deep breath and explained. "I think they wanted a clever one for this. I kept hearing them saying that they wouldn't have wasted the best on any dimwitted urchin."

Hayden felt for his friend. He could feel the discomfort in his voice. The anger. He had been turned into _something_ against his will, and they had literally tested his intelligence offering him a false escape.

"And then they got this electric clipper and ta-da, most of my hair is on the ground," Toothless ran a hand through his hair and made a sardonic grin. "Next thing I know, they hook me up to an IV and when they released me, I felt so sick I thought I had been given poison."

"Couldn't you try to…?" Hayden tried to ask. "I mean, stop them from doing that?"

"They still had the cattle prod, they threatened me with it all the time," Toothless sighed. "So I was in my cell again, with the other boy near me, the ginger beanpole, and they leave me and take him. After that, I don't know for how long I stayed on the floor, but I felt like…"

He stopped talking, his eyes turned completely green, and the scales on his hands started taking over his arms, covering his clothes. His arms and legs thickened into paws, his face became a snout, and there he was, a full dragon again.

He looked at Hayden and made a sorrowful growl.

"If that was a sorry…" Hayden hinted at a sad grin. "You don't have to apologize. I mean, you probably thought you were about to die, didn't you?"

Toothless nodded.

"_I'm_ sorry, bud," Hayden approached his friend and put a hand on his neck. "I should have stopped you. This… whoever did this to you, they have to pay. And they will, I promise. I'll help you through this. We'll show 'em."

He hugged his newest – and probably, best – friend and held him tight, as he returned the hug the best he could, using a paw and his wings.

He still didn't know how they would have done it – he was pretty sure he would have started tilting at windmills, just like Astrid – but this _was_ serious.

And he was sure as Hell he would have even bet his life to solve that mystery.

* * *

><p>"And you should have seen the battle, the triumph…" Mr. Mildew was declaiming to the small, bored class, as the six eight-graders yawned, their notes forgotten, as their <em>Maths<em> teacher told with his very nasal voice about the war he had been in.

"Sir, that war had never a real victor," Fish…, um, Hayden meant Francis, intervened from his desk. Mr. Mildew "diplomatically" chose to ignore him. In the back of the room, Tuffnut made hacking noises to pretend to throw up.

Hayden normally liked Maths, but his teacher was _plain boring_, if not even annoying. He was one of the war veterans of Berk and very proud of it, and used every chance he had to tell some triumphal episode of the war, of the good old times "before he was stuck in that damned island to explain equations to a bunch of donkeys". Hayden could understand now… why Astrid kept saying what they did was useless… it was a mere waste of time listening to the old badger's tales when there were terrorists – Red Death collective, Toothless had called them – on ships around the Archipelago, kidnapping orphans and turning them into dragons for who knew what reason.

He pulled out his cellphone and opened the web browser. What Toothless had told him – or tried to tell him before he lost his voice reeds, at least – in the previous week had been _a lot_, despite the dragon boy had not spoken as much as he had wanted to.

There were other children who had been mutated, and Toothless had given Hayden brief descriptions of their former appearances, so Hayden had decided to Google all the news of missing orphans and see if some of them matched.

He had a suspicion about that – he just needed to know if he had gotten it right.

He entered "missing orphan child" in the search app and set the search on "pictures".

A series of pictures, portraying smiling children, appeared on the touchscreen. The pictures were several, and they all looked quite recent.

_Hugh Franco, age 15. Living on the streets of Boston, disappearance signaled by a local priest. Red hair, long nose, grey eyes, about 6 ft 2 in tall…_ that matched the description Toothless had made of a gangly red-haired boy who had snapped several times at him during his stay on the kidnappers' ship – because they were on a _ship_, that was their ace up their sleeves. They never stayed in the same place for long.

Other pictures matched other descriptions – a toddler in a green onesie, a preteen girl in martial arts attire, a pair of identical twin boys in swimming costumes with matching scars on their midsection, a somewhat chubby girl with a round face and glasses…

… and there he was, the Archipelago's latest missing person case, Thomas Fury.

Hayden had absent-mindedly seen that picture a lot of times. It pictured a normal boy, with ear-length, messy black hair, green eyes – just like him, front teeth so big he looked funny, and wearing a black t-shirt and a bright red neckerchief, like a gunslinger or _GaMERCaT_. He was grinning.

Just to think the goofball in that picture now was probably locked somewhere, scared out of his wits, starving maybe, or perhaps even dead…

… or in a certain cove.

It could fit. Toothless had said he knew Astrid. Astrid had left an angry red circular mark on Thomas Fury's face, the year before, during a dodgeball game.

Toothless had mentioned his age, thirteen. The same age of the missing boy. Black hair, maybe shorter, but his hair was definitely black. And he had mentioned they had clipped his hair before the injection.

Also, Thomas had had big front teeth in the picture, but Toothless had… well, lost them, and he had explicitly mentioned someone had knocked them off.

He needed to get out of there. Immediately. He had to talk to Toothless – or maybe Thomas – and find out the truth.

He would have done something to run out of the class, but Gobber would have known – whatever he did. The school and the town were small enough for news to reach every ear in no time. He reluctantly put the phone away and pretended to be interested in the lesson, hoping that the lunch break bell rang soon.

As soon as the bell rang, he quickly picked up his stuff, rushed out of the classroom and on to the cafeteria, he bought his lunch, found a secluded spot and opened his cell phone again.

He opened one of the snapshots he had taken of Toothless in the previous days, at a point in which he looked the most human, then he googled "Thomas Nathan Fury"… just to be sure. He opened a facial recognition app and submitted his picture and the results of the search.

They _matched_.

"Hayden?"

He almost fell off his seat when he looked up and he found Astrid Hofferson standing two steps away from him and staring.

"Astrid!" he almost squeaked, then he tried to assume a less concerned façade, closed the app on his phone, pocketed it, and focused on his lunch. "What's wrong?"

"I don't normally care what people do," Astrid tapped her foot on the ground. "But you're acting weird."

"And so?" Hayden rolled his eyes, then looked down and stuffed two fries in his mouth, doing his best to ignore his classmate. "I was sure you already thought I was."

"Well, _weirder_," the girl pointed out. "Mildew is half crazy, we all know that. But you texting in class? I thought it would have been a cold day in Hell before you did it."

"Just leave me alone." Hayden tried his best to sound grumpy, but he knew he would have never been a good actor. And he knew by experience that Astrid wouldn't have left before she found out what was happening.

Instead of leaving, Astrid sat in front of him and looked in his eyes.

"I want to know what's going on," she said. "One day you're desperate to get everyone's attention. Look at me I'm going to win the science fair. Look at me, I signed in the cycling team. Now you're ignoring everyone, you disappear every afternoon, and it just looks like you're living on your own cloud!"

"Well, now you know how I felt looking at you when we were kids," Hayden pulled a face.

"You don't know how it feels, not being believed." Astrid clenched a fist.

_Oh, I do_, Hayden thought. He had been ignored for ten years – he never felt good enough.

"Well, if you're really in a pinch, why don't you ask for help, for a start?" Hayden shrugged. "I'm helping someone who _asked_ me for it. Someone really in trouble. Now, if that doesn't answer your question, that's all you'll hear from me for now."

"You won't help _anyone_ being stuck here eating fries and fish sticks. Or texting in Mr. Mildew's class."

Ooops. _Checkmate_.

"School ends at three. But we could get out of here sooner." Astrid raised three fingers, then she closed her fist. "Now, the question is… is it more important to keep your secret, or to get out of there and do something?"

Hayden looked down, dropped his fork and sighed. If "Toothless" was really Thomas… if Astrid knew him… if Astrid _could help_…

… if she wasn't just trying to play by her own rules and try to use them both to get to her own ends…

"Last school year, you left your mark on Thomas Fury's face during a game of dodgeball. Or so I saw on the school's Youtube channel," Hayden mumbled. "Would you be able to recognize him if you saw him again, if you heard his voice or something?"

"Hayden, Thomas is…"

"Gone, I know," Hayden smirked, then he opened his cell phone. "But I think he's hiding on this island."

Astrid looked at Toothless's picture with eyes wide open in disbelief, then she took the phone from Hayden's hands and looked more closely. Her jaw almost dropped when she saw the dirty clothes, clipped hair, missing teeth, the abnormal ears and the patches of scales on his face.

"What _happened_ to him?"

"Are you going to help me?" Hayden snatched his cell phone back.

"I'm coming _with_ you." Astrid stood up and grinned.

"Good. Do you have any paper bags or something?" Hayden stood up in turn and looked at the tray.

"_Seriously_, the cafeteria food? I didn't think you could like it so much."

"It's not for me." Hayden looked in his backpack for anything he could use to carry the food away. He found a crumpled paper bag in his backpack and emptied the contents of his plate, then he shoved the untouched orange juice pack in his pocket. "Now what?"

"You signed up for the science fair, didn't you?" Astrid asked him as he picked up his backpack.

"Yes, but…" Hayden didn't quite have the courage to tell her he still didn't know what to do. He had the materials… but he didn't have an idea good enough to beat Hiro.

"Well, you just got yourself a coworker," Astrid punched his shoulder and led him out of the canteen. "So, what are we working on?"

Hayden ran a hand through his hair. She obviously wanted to tell a teacher they were going to do some research on their own for a science project. So, what kind of project could they develop that might need some outdoor research?

It needed to be something that could easily cover staying out of the town with a kid that could turn into a dragon… of course…!

It would have been a difficult project, he couldn't deny it – different from his usual backfiring gizmos. But it sounded interesting, and with the right equations and experiments, it could have really been _something_.

"Flight." Hayden smirked.

* * *

><p>It wasn't hard, convincing Mr. Hoark to give them a written permission to get out of school, but still, Hayden felt a little bad for skipping Mr. Miguel's music class.<p>

He kept telling himself it was for the greater good – he liked playing the guitar every now and then, but if Toothless was really Thomas, then going out mattered more.

"So, where are we going now?" Astrid arrived at the promontory of Raven Point and pulled the brakes. Hayden stopped next to her.

"Well, the place is a cove," he stuttered. "It's a lot like, well, my own secret place. Toothless found it when I was training."

"Training for what?" the blonde-haired girl asked him. Hayden tapped the handlebars of his bike and smirked.

"I know the way. Follow me."

They zoomed on the country dirt track until a roar distracted them. They both pulled the brakes, Hayden stopping a few yards away from Astrid, and it was then the black dragon landed and faced Astrid with a snarl.

"Oh man…" Hayden couldn't help rolling his eyes. If Toothless hadn't managed to turn back after almost a day, he had to be pretty nervous. He tossed his bike aside and ran between the two, raising his hands to gesture them both to stop.

"No! It's okay… it's okay…" he panted. "She's a friend…"

He turned his look from Toothless to Astrid, and they both were staring at him in disbelief. He wished he could actually understand his part-dragon friend right now. Having to explain was _loads_ easier when the person he was speaking to could reply.

"I think you scared him." Hayden looked at Astrid and shrugged.

"I scared him?" Astrid, still holding the handlebars, raised an eyebrow and panted. "Who is him?"

Hayden hinted at a sad grin and shrugged.

"Astrid, Toothless. Toothless, Astrid. Now please, calm down, both of you. I can explain, and I'd rather do it when we all can have a say in the matter."

He snorted and kicked the dirt with a foot, then he squeezed his eyes for a moment. He had to do it – to be sure. It was the only way to prove Astrid he wasn't lying… but what if they had gotten it wrong?

"And when I say we all, I say we _all_…" he stared at Toothless and hinted at a grin. "Right, _Thomas_?"

* * *

><p><em>I think I was about to crap my pants. Or, well, the pants I didn't have, at that moment. And the worst thing was that I couldn't explain anything. The situation was worse than a dog biting its own tail!<em>

_Writing was out of the question – it would have taken too long to explain and there wasn't enough dirt to write everything. Speaking was out of the question too – I was too scared to turn back._

* * *

><p>"Okay… I got this, I got this!" Hayden raised a hand again and hinted at a grin.<p>

Thomas didn't really know what was his idea, but he hoped it was a good one.

He turned to Astrid.

"Ask him a question!" he said. "Something that can only have yes or no for an answer!"

Astrid pulled a face – she _never_ looked happy to do something, that one – then she looked at him.

"Are you two telling me we can have a conversation like _this_?" she asked, with doubt in her voice. Thomas could smell even fear on her.

He nodded, and for good measure he said: "**Yes!**". Maybe if those two memorized the sounds, the conversations wouldn't be so one-sided.

Astrid smirked, then she stayed quiet for a moment.

"Have we ended up into the _Chronicles of Narnia_?"

Thomas shook his head in denial, but then he couldn't help bursting into laughter. Seriously, that _was_ funny. Of all the things he had thought of himself, it had never crossed his mind he had gotten the Eustace Scrubb treatment, minus the bracelet and swollen arm.

Some of the fear he was feeling was faded… and he could almost see that he no longer had four digits on each paw, but five. Apparently, even Hayden had noticed it, because he grinned and said: "How do you think the unthinkable? With an _itheberg_!"

He _knew_ Hayden was making fun of his lisp, too, but that was funny indeed. And it worked, he was getting smaller!

"Come on, Astrid, _another_!" Hayden was almost skipping on the ground. "Told you he's scared… or he was, at least!"

"Uhmmm…" Astrid mumbled. "There's a soldier sitting on a bus, the bus stops, a general jumps on and the soldier stands up and salutes. The general is all like 'son, sit down, you don't need to'. After several stops, the soldier stands up again, and the general tells him 'please, my boy, sit down!'. And so on for three more. At the fourth, the soldier stands up, the general complains, and the soldier bursts out 'Sir, I had to get off the bus!'"

That _was_ funny… but as soon as he could stand on _two_ feet, Thomas noticed that Astrid was more sad than amused.

"What's wrong?" As it seemed Hayden had noticed that, too, because he was standing next to her.

"Uncle Finn," she explained with a small grin. "He always told me that joke to make me laugh."

Thomas looked at those two, and couldn't help grinning. It looked like he had gotten it right, Hayden was in love. And probably Astrid returned it.

He cleared his throat.

"Uhm, maybe Hiccup here didn't tell you," Thomas said, relieved to be able to speak. "But he has a deal with me. He helps me to take care of those who did this to me. And I'll help him to find out what happened to the kidnapped scientists and their guard ten years ago."

Hayden's face instantly turned red, and Thomas couldn't help laughing again. This was _so_ amusing. He finally understood why Hiro Hamada found so funny teasing his older brother about girls – it was _priceless_.

Then, something felt off with his back, and he almost lost balance. He reached behind himself – something felt definitely off, as if he had just let go something heavy. No wings. No tail. He reached up to his ears, and they were back to normal size.

"Hiccup! Astrid! Look!" he burst out with a grin.

They turned to him – Hayden was the first to approach him, he patted his shoulders and pulled him into a hug.

"Did you really have to pull my leg to turn back to this?" he smirked.

Thomas grinned.

"Come on, you can't deny it helped! Sometimes it won't hurt to sacrifice for the greater good!"

Astrid picked up her bike, then she approached him, too.

"So it's really you," she said. "_Hiccup_ wasn't telling lies."

"Hey!" Hayden complained loudly. "Come on, let's go to the cove. We have much to talk about."

He was about to lead the way, but then a noise coming from his pocket made him freeze on the spot. He quickly reached for his cell phone and opened the call.

"Uhm… yeah? Hi Dad!" he said, and he quickly started smelling of fear. Thomas recognized, coming from the phone, the voice of Officer Stewart.

"_Gobber just told me you're not in your class. What's happening?_"

"Nothing, Dad… Astrid and I…" Hayden stuttered. "We're allowed outside. We're working on a science project about the physics of flight…"

"_For the science fair?_"

"Yeah… yeah, the science fair at Lee Island. We're working together this time. What about you? Any…" Hayden's gaze stopped on Thomas and his face turned a nasty shade of green. "… findings?"

"_Nothing much… but whoever threw that bike in the sea, they must have at least a boat. We have to check all the naval traffic, so we're moving to the coast guard offices at Lee Island. Know what? I'll see you there. I'll be there for your science fair._"

"Okay… bye Dad… bye…" He ended the call and pocketed the phone. "I'm _dead_! Now we _really _have to do the report, and do it well too!" Hayden then told Astrid. "He's coming to the science fair."

Astrid rolled her eyes.

"Okay… my fault." She made a sad grin. "Next time we do this, I'll have to think of a better plan."

As they started discussing on how to start their work, Thomas scratched his chin and started thinking. So they were doing a project on flight… and they were going to take it to Lee Island.

"Excuse me guys," he intervened. "As you're talking about flight, why don't we kill two birds with one stone? The science fair is going to draw a lot of people to the archipelago – and we already know Stoick the Va… I mean, Officer Stewart, sorry Hayden, that's how kids call him down at Lee, didn't mean to make fun of your old man… will be there. We need a place and a chance to expose the terrorists who did me this. If you win, and get called on stage, you will be holding the microphone and even if half the room won't believe you…"

"The other half will!" Hayden grinned. "But Thomas, you forgot one thing… _Hiro and Tadashi always win_."

"You forgot one thing, Hiccup," Thomas pointed at himself. "So, you're making a project on flight, aren't you? I guess you might need some first-hand experience…"

* * *

><p><em>I would have never imagined "Fearless" Astrid Hofferson could scream that much.<em>


End file.
